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Maggy Herbelin is one of 30 plus stakeholder invitees and randomly selected 

citizens who have spent the past eight months identifying long-term water 

use options for the Mad River. Starting in June, the public will have three 

opportunities to evaluate those options.

Numerous Ideas Generated for Long-Range Water Use Possibilities

Public’s chance to evaluate Mad River use options comes in June

Developing aquaculture on the Mad River and creating a lake in Blue Lake are two of many options on the table in a year-long water resource planning process entering its third stage in June.

Next month, the Humboldt Bay Municipal Water District seeks the public’s 

evaluation of the Blue Lake idea and 10 other long-term water use options to 

protect water rights, rates and the long term health of the Mad River 

watershed.

“There is no easy answer to address our situation,” HBMWD President 

Kaitlin Sopoci-Belknap said. “No matter what the District decides to do, it will take more time and research. But this is the stage that gives the District direction as to what the community wants us to do.”

Under consideration are proposals that involve water use within HBMWD 

boundaries, water transport for use outside the District, enhancement of 

in-stream flows, and hydro-electric energy production.

District research to date considers the last to be a limited use possibility 

given power and grid factors and the area’s geography.

The public has three opportunities for input:

• Tuesday, June 1 at Azalea Hall in McKinleyville;

• Thursday, June 3 at the D Street Neighborhood Center in Arcata; and

• Tuesday, June 15 at the Wharfinger Building in Eureka.

Meetings are from 6-8:30 p.m.

Last fall, the District, major stakeholders and a Citizens Study Group composed 

of stakeholder invitees and randomly-selected citizens developed a list of 

criteria to evaluate the water use options developed earlier this spring.

Every option now under consideration has met two threshold criteria: that it 

is legally viable and that it maintains local control of existing rights to a 

resource that is plentiful locally but scarce statewide.

“People are beginning to understand the tradeoffs that will be involved in 

dealing with 60 million gallons a day of excess, untreated industrial 

 water,” said Bruce Rupp, one of five directors on the HBMWD board.

“They seem to be coming to grips with the challenges we face and coming up 

with potential solutions that everyone can buy into to at least some 

degree.”

The full board will hear the water resource planning committee’s 

recommendations in July or August.

In addition to creating a recreation and fishing lake in Blue Lake, local 

use options include: expanding the District’s boundaries to meet water needs 

elsewhere in the County and to serve more commercial and agricultural users; 

diverting Mad River water to the Mad River Fish Hatchery to replace the well 

water now in use; developing aquaculture along the river; and actively pursuing heavy water use companies to locate on the Samoa Peninsula.

Many of the District’s problems can be traced to the loss of the region’s 

pulp mills, which used about 75 percent of the 75 million gallons of water a day 

HBMWD is permitted to use by the state. District research estimates maximum 

daily use of 15 to 20 million gallons per day if it embraced all five uses 

within the District.

That still leaves another 40 million gallons per day the District is not 

putting to beneficial use as required by state law.

“The thing that really astounded me was when they really got down to how much water was involved,” said Yvonne Doble, a 33-year-old Humboldt State University student and one of the study group’s randomly selected citizens.  “That shifted my perspective to some extent in terms of thinking there would be one easy solution. What I’ve learned is there will be many different things in combination that will create a strong premise for protecting our water rights.”

Rische said HBMWD could lose the rights to the unused water when the district’s permit comes up for renewal in 2029 – sooner if a potential user challenged for use.

“What I really appreciate is that this is a forward thinking strategic process, not something done in a crisis or reactionary,” Doble said. “That means we have flexibility to try different options and research them.”

Dedicating the water for in-stream purposes would require more study and research to identify a specific environmental benefit.

“The State will not allow you to just send the water down the river,” Rische said.

Nor can it be easily transported to replenish the Trinity or Van Duzen rivers.

“Some of the things we put on the table and wanted to see considered weren’t 

viable,” said Maggy Herbelin, a member of the Citizens Study Group and past 

chairperson of the Humboldt Bay Watershed Advisory Committee. “The learning 

point that opened my eyes was what happens to fish when you put water from 

one river to another: they get confused, can’t find where they belong and 

can’t go back to spawn.”

Sell and transport of water out of the District to another municipality or 

private customer could put the remainder to use and bring in revenues to 

keep rates under control and help fund necessary infrastructure improvements 

to a 50-year-old system that no longer has a commercial customer to share in 

that expense.

“Transport could be marine-based or by pipeline,” Rische said. “Selling for 

transfer to other municipalities, especially for drought relief, is very 

common in the California water world and clearly protects water rights.”

As for a pipeline using the railroad route, Rische called it a creative 

solution but with a prohibitive price tag of $1 billion for a 60-inch pipe.

“We will probably have to sell some water to somebody out of the area,” said Craig Benson, watershed program manager for Redwood Community Action Agency and another Citizens Study Group member. “Whether that is the option people want or not, it is probably the most viable for the interim five or 10 years. It’s a very good list of solutions, but the best solutions here are the ones that will take the most time to develop.”

“It appears the water District has done much more extensive research into 

the different options than I was originally aware,” said Michelle Smith, 

another study group member and the staff attorney for Humboldt 

Baykeeper. “That’s good, but it appears that some of the proposed options 

are not economically viable.”

“There was a strong education piece,” Doble said. “But I saw a lot of collaboration, good communication and openness to change.  I definitely don’t feel like the set of ideas that have been brought forward was already in the mind of the district.”

Once an option passes the two threshold criteria, 20 additional evaluation 

criteria include whether or not it preserves or enhances the Mad River 

eco-system; provides access to a sufficient and long-term supply of high 

quality water for multiple purposes; employs water as an asset to benefit 

the regional economy; provides funding to the District for infrastructure 

maintenance to decrease the costs to domestic ratepayers; and provides 

recognizable benefits to, and improvements in the community’s quality of 

life.

“If we retain local control of this water, everyone will come out a winner,” Benson said. “What I’ve really enjoyed about the whole process is that the district has been so pro-active, so far ahead of the game, that we have time to develop some of the mid- and long-term solutions before the gig is up.”

HBMWD now delivers 15 million gallons a day of treated drinking water to 

80,000 customers in Arcata, Blue Lake, Eureka and the community service 

Districts of Fieldbrook-Glendale, Humboldt, Manila and McKinleyville.

